Many health problems and most causes of premature death are conditioned by social factors such as education, employment and working conditions, income, living environment and social exclusion which affect the population unequally and are largely outside of the remit of the health sector. Addressing the social determinants of health and working to achieve health equity are among the most important current public health challenges in Europe and worldwide [1] .
The term 'health equity' can be described as relating to differences in population health which can be traced to unequal social and economic conditions. Those differences can be considered as systemic and avoidable and therefore be seen as unjust. Europe could and should demonstrate the potential of public health policies in terms of their benefits for health and health equity. In this sense, special attention needs to be given to vulnerable groups. As an example, protecting the health of vulnerable and marginalised groups is both an end in itself and an essential element of tackling the HIV/ AIDS epidemic [2] [3] .
An important priority of the Spanish Presidency of the European Union (EU), January -June 2010, was to address health inequalities and the monitoring of social determinants of health in the EU. Other EU Presidencies, the European Parliament, the European Commission (EC), the World Health Organization (WHO) and further international organisations have previously addressed socially determined health inequalities through different approaches [4] [5] [6] [7] [8] [9] . However, there are indications that such inequalities may be growing, aggravated by increased unemployment and uncertainty arising from the current economic crisis [10] [11] [12] .
In order to achieve its objective to monitor social determinants of health and reduce health inequities the Spanish Presidency organised a series of events where policy makers and technical experts discussed and exchanged experiences from an intersectoral perspective.
At the March 2010 meeting of the employment, social policy, health and consumer affairs (EPSCO) Council, health ministers came to a common agreement on the importance of finding mechanisms to reduce the socially determined health inequalities in the EU and agreed on possible strategies for working further on the monitoring of social determinants of health [13] . The adoption of the conclusions on "Equity and Health in All Policies: Solidarity in Health" by the June EPSCO Council meeting where the Council of the EU urged all Member States to recognise the impact of the social determinants of health in shaping health status and the implications of this impact for their health and social systems, also progressed discussions [13] . A situation analysis report, commissioned by the European Commission, the WHO, the International Labour Office, universities and other relevant organisations was published and has become a relevant reference in the field [1] .
The Spanish Presidency highlighted the relevance and importance of tackling socially determined health inequalities in the EU. The steps taken during the Presidency will provide a basis for reaching consensus on suggestions and best ways for implementing policies at national and international levels. 
